Perceptions of empathy and client satisfaction with managed behavioral health care.
Managed care continues to revolutionize the provision of mental health services in the United States. Long-term, open-ended therapies have been replaced by short-term, highly focused interventions. Increasingly, managed care organizations rely on standardized preferred practice guidelines to give direction and focus to social work and other therapeutic interventions. Critics argue that changes effected by managed care, particularly the use of treatment guidelines, depersonalize the client-worker relationship and significantly reduce the role of empathy in the therapeutic process. Moreover, these critics suggest that overall client satisfaction with mental health services has deteriorated. This article presents a study that examined clients' perceptions of empathy and overall satisfaction with managed behavioral health care when the clients were in unstructured individual therapy or in time-limited standardized group therapy. The results reveal no significant difference in the clients' perception of empathy or of their overall satisfaction regardless of the type of treatment they received. This article describes the rationale and design of the study, presents the results, and discusses the implications for social work practice.